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Young People As Researchers Using Image Based Research: A Focus on Methodology 
ABSTRACT 
Young people are in the best position to give an authentic voice to their concerns and experiences 
regarding schooling through their involvement in research and action. Image based research can highlight 
students’ views about their social and cultural environment and contribute to change and progress towards 
more democratic secondary schools. This paper presents an overview of recent research on student 
engagement and disengagement in secondary schools and suggested methodology for engaging young 
people as researchers in image based research in schools. 
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS  
Schools should be viewed as places that prepare young people with a multitude of skills to survive in a 
rapidly changing world of work, whilst promoting values to bring about social cohesion and inclusiveness 
(Nelson 2004; OECD 2004).  Unfortunately, the traditional disciplinary and structural arrangements of 
schooling do not easily coexist with these aims (Allan, 2003; Apple, 2000; Olssen, 2004; Saltmarsh & 
Youdell, 2004).  Schooling practices that celebrate individualism, competitiveness and conformity work in 
opposition to the development of qualities needed for a future that will demand collaboration, initiative, 
critical thinking and innovation (Edwards & Nicoll, 2001; Lambeir, 2005; Olssen, 2005; Renshaw, 2003). 
Further to this, it seems in current systems of schooling, there is an increasing focus on “technocratic 
rationality” which involves testing and sorting models of assessment that is perpetuating the range of 
inequalities in our society (Giroux, 2003).  Along with these barriers to creating more inclusive and 
socially just schools, there is an ongoing school paradigm of discipline and punish which establishes 
norms of behaviour and processes of discipline, power and enforcement (Foucault, 1979). This old 
paradigm is contributing to growing student disengagement leading to exclusion from schooling and this 
continues to be a major concern for education systems, teachers and families (Sparkes, 1999; Christenson 
& Thurlow, 2004). In a recent study for example, “students describe class cutting as a reaction to 
educational structures that are sterile, bureaucratic, disrespectful of student’s pedagogicial preferences or 
goals, and that do not value student contributions” (Fallis & Opotow, 2003, p.108). Students’ decisions to 
leave school “are made consciously and often amount to the perceived cultural irrelevance of the school 
and an absence of respect by the schools for the lives, experiences and aspirations of young people” 
(Smyth, 2005, p.121). 
 
A group of so-called “disaffected students” in a British study (Riley & Docking, 2004) who described 
themselves as “at the bottom of the heap” and labelled by teachers as “thick” and “stupid” were 
“dissatisfied with the physical environment of their school, as well as the teaching and learning”. Many 
pupils in the British studies reported by Riley and Docking described lessons as dull and demotivating, 
forcing them into a passive learning role. “The problem is not so much curriculum content as the sheer 
tedium of many lessons and the lack of opportunity for interaction” (p.178). Riley and Docking conclude 
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that if schools are to improve, then there needs to be “effective dialogue between staff and students about 
how to achieve a culture of mutual respect, not just one that adheres to rules of conduct”(p.178). Riley 
(2002) suggests that student disengagement is aggravated by a frustration with traditional styles and 
methods of teaching. 
 
Yates (2005) reported on findings from an Australian Research Council grant that followed students from 
12-18 years of age and recorded information about their experience and impact of their various secondary 
schools. The stories and destinations of students vary, but Yates (2005) makes the point that it is not the 
formal curriculum or school mission statements that really make the difference in student lives. It is the 
“result of the school culture overall; of how the teachers act in small day to day interactions with students; 
of how the school is organised; of the history of the school culture and those who go to it.” (p.9) 
 
It seems that schools organised around hierarchical, authoritarian structures are not democratic (Allan, 
2003; Slee, 2005) and, apart from failing to prepare young people for their future role as active 
participants and decision makers in civic life (Freiberg 1996), also serve to alienate young people from the 
business of schooling, and thus knowledge and learning (Gale & Densmore, 2002). In order to better 
address the needs of our current generation of learners and develop more engaging pedagogy, Smyth 
(2003) suggests that schools need to give students real power and control in decision making over their 
lives and learning. He suggests that we need to bring students’ lives and experiences into the centre of an 
inclusive curriculum. School staff should act in ways “that foster optimism and hope for improving kids 
life chances in school and beyond” (p.30). This notion is supported by a recent Australian report that 
includes a review of international literature relating to factors in retention and early school leaving (Lamb, 
Walstab, Teese, Vickers, & Rumberger, 2004). The report highlights “the need to address the student 
perspective on what is valuable in school (rather than simply assuming this)” (Lamb et al., p.48). 
Involving students in decision making in schools can facilitate effective and successful implementation of 
change and is the key to school improvement because students are the producers of school outcomes 
(Riley & Docking, 2004, p.167). This type of thinking has resulted in an increased focus in educational 
research on student voice in school reform and development in recent years (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004; 
Levin, 1994; Raymond, 2001; Rudduck & Flutter, 1996; Silva, 2001; SooHoo, 1993, Carrington & Holm, 
2005). 
STUDENT VOICE  
Conceptual support for the principle of student voice and participation is particularly evident in the 
extensive literature on the middle years of schooling (Beane, 1990; Hill & Crevola, 1997; Russell, 
Mackay & Jane, 2003). Further to this, there is a large research base that reports on students as researchers 
(Atweh, 2003; Atweh & Burton, 1995), student involvement in school review and development (Freiberg, 
1996; Carrington & Holm, 2005), listening to student voice (Mitra, 2004), student empowerment through 
involvement in school reform (SooHoo, 1993), democratic schooling (Schutz, 2001), realising democracy 
through schooling (Demetrion, 2001), community in schooling (Meier, 1993) and communities and 
schooling (Hones, 1999).  However, the role of young people in these projects varies from tokenistic 
research assistants to full researchers involved in the planning and conduct of the study. Furthermore, it 
seems that the process of giving students a voice rarely results in sustainable action and meaningful 
reform of pedagogy and teacher-student relationships to address student concerns.  
 
Image based research is one approach that can extend opportunities in schools for student voice and 
participation in school review and development. The following section will explain how this approach can 
highlight student agency in contributing to the development of school culture, policy and practice 
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(Carrington, Allen & Osmolowski, 2007) and contribute to change and progress towards more inclusive, 
democratic schools. 
 
WHY IS IMAGE BASED RESEARCH AN APPROPRIATE METHODOLOGY TO PROMOTE 
STUDENT VOICE?  
 
The social reality for young people in schools is a function of shared meanings that are constructed, 
sustained and reproduced through social life.  
 
For each of us, when we first see the world in meaningful fashion, we are inevitably viewing it 
through lenses bestowed upon us by our culture. Our culture brings things into view for us and 
endows them with meaning and, by the same token, leads us to ignore other things (Crotty, 1998, 
p.54). 
 
Further to this, our ‘visual culture’ incorporates everything we do “because everything we do includes 
navigating the things we see” (Shirato & Webb, 2004, p. 3). The methodology of using visual images for 
research can explore how visual images in schools are not just seen by students but can consider how 
students perceive the deliberate social function and intended meanings of images. This social 
constructionist approach can help to explain the processes by which people come to view and describe the 
world and themselves (Gergen, 1985). Various forms of peoples’ understandings and perceptions (in the 
way of visual images and narratives) are of significance in social life because they are integrally 
connected with the activities in the student’s school community.  
 
Image based research using photography is an information gathering process that can inform a conscious 
reflection on previously taken for granted assumptions because the researchers can  capture images of the 
“evaded curriculum - those lived experiences that are not seen, are dismissed and are institutionally 
ignored in both students’ and teachers’ lives” (Bach, 2001, p.7). Visual images “provide researchers with a 
different order of data and, more importantly, an alternative to the way we have perceived data in the 
past.” (Prosser, 1998, p. 1). “Images allow us to make statements which cannot be made by words” and 
these “images enlarge our consciousness” (Harper, 1998, p.38). 
 
 In an action research context the photographs become an instrument for change because the photo 
documents are harder ‘facts’ than individual expressions by pupils which often do not even reach the ears 
of the person in charge. In this form they become important pieces of testimony for living out forgotten (or 
suppressed?) reasoning (Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 1998, p.237). Furthermore, the use of image based 
research can contribute to epistemological understandings that are potentially transformative for the 
researcher and the researched. As Pink (2001) suggests, a collaborative research process of making and 
examining images ensures that agency is shared between the researchers and the informants.  
 
 
SUGGESTIONS FOR METHODOLOGY 
 
Participatory Action Research (PAR) based on a social constructionist theoretical approach is a valid 
methodology to engage students in image based research for a number of reasons (Atweh, 2004). First, 
PAR is participatory - in that it involves insiders, the students, in the whole process of knowledge 
generation and knowledge application. Similarly, consistent with the theoretical framework of social 
constructionism, PAR is social, in that it posits the practice as part of a social context where there are 
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social justice concerns. Finally, PAR is critical in that it sets out to problematise assumptions and 
conventions and present alternatives to traditional ways of acting and knowing. 
 
Social constructionism emphasises the shaping of the culture on how individuals see and feel things and 
fosters a critical component in conducting image based research. The methodology is concerned with 
empowering people at a deep level through the process of constructing and using their knowledge and 
understandings about a particular issue. In projects I have been involved in, students develop their own 
research questions. This takes some time and requires significant discussion and action planning with 
students. For example, a current project with secondary school students focuses on “what makes students 
engage or disengage in learning?” Once students understand the research methodology, discuss key issues 
and have guidance, then research questions can be developed to guide the research. This approach 
assumes collaboration grounded in democratic values where students work with staff and the researcher in 
planning, data gathering, analysis, and setting agendas (Carrington & Holm, 2005). Finding other 
descriptions of how students have been involved in this type of participatory research is difficult because: 
 
very little literature has been available in the area of research methods which pupils can be in control 
of. Even if action research, where practitioners set the research agenda, is used in schools, it is 
usually not the pupils who research their own situation in their workplace (Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 
1998, p.236-237). 
 
Interpretation of any photographic data requires a theoretical framework. A social constructionist 
framework (Gergen, 1985) will influence how student groups work, the focus for the study and what 
images are taken. The framework will also aid the management of visual data by providing logic for 
sorting, analysis and categorization. This type of project “set[s] out to find other possibilities of looking 
into the ‘inner world’ of school from the pupils’ perspective” (Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 1998, p.236) and 
can provide an insight into the cultural and social world of students.  
 
 
Images are, by their nature, ambiguous and do not in themselves convey meanings which are 
supplied serendipitaly by those who perceive them (Prosser, 1998, p.98). 
 
Students take a number of photographs, and bring them to a classroom for printing, analysis and sorting. 
The photographs can be pinned to notice boards for display and discussion with fellow students. “As a 
form of data, photographs are not capable of talking for themselves, the information has to be teased out 
of them, interpreted and decoded, this visual availability of the phenomena has to be unpacked” (Ball, 
1998, p.137). Students learn to critically analyse their photographs and scaffold their own thought 
processes in order to explain the narrative and meaning behind each photograph. “Since organizational life 
is always constituted by multiple realities, taking photographs offers a challenging opportunity to bring to 
the fore the different layers of reality” (Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 1998, p 246). 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Previous projects demonstrated that students have deep, differentiated and sophisticated knowledge of the 
people and activities they investigate (Carrington, Allen, & Osmolowski, 2006). The photographs and 
narratives demonstrated how “the pupils have used the camera as a powerful instrument to freeze some of 
the different views and opinions about life in an institution like school” (Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 1998, 
p.246). Teachers reported that they relied less on instruction to students and more on conversation with 
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students.  The teachers develop facilitation skills and learned how to ‘step back’ from the stereotypical 
teacher role to enable the development of positive, enduring relationships with the students. The project 
highlighted that students can steer their own learning without ‘top down’ instruction (Carrington, Allen, & 
Osmolowski, 2006).  
 
If school students are to be valued for their contribution to school review and development then it is 
important to consider the audience for their voice. Fielding (2001) poses nine clusters of questions that 
probe the authenticity of encouraging the voice of young people in school settings. Under the heading of 
Speaking, he asks “Who is allowed to speak?”, “To whom are they allowed to speak?”, and “What are 
they allowed to speak about?”  Fielding’s questions provide an element of caution against the possibility 
that “hearing the voice of relatively powerless people gives relatively more powerful ones a management 
tool with which to control them” (Griffiths, 2003, p.84). This advice needs to be carefully considered by 
people who are intending to use this approach with students. A social constructionist framework informs a 
process where individual and group perceptions and ideas are valued and respected and ensures that the 
students’ work is given the audience that is deserved. 
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